University of New Mexico

UNM Digital Repository
NotiCen

Latin America Digital Beat (LADB)

2-6-1997

Special Report: Drug Trafficking in Central
America
LADB Staff

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/noticen
Recommended Citation
LADB Staff. "Special Report: Drug Trafficking in Central America." (1997). https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/noticen/8220

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Latin America Digital Beat (LADB) at UNM Digital Repository. It has been accepted for
inclusion in NotiCen by an authorized administrator of UNM Digital Repository. For more information, please contact amywinter@unm.edu.

LADB Article Id: 55347
ISSN: 1089-1560

Special Report: Drug Trafficking in Central America
by LADB Staff
Category/Department: Region
Published: 1997-02-06
Central American countries all share the same narcotics-related problems of drug trafficking, money
laundering, and penetration by the cartels into economic and political systems. With the increase in
drug trafficking has come heightened US pressure on governments to enlist in the US-led war on
drugs and to take measures that many Central Americans see as an infringement on their national
sovereignty. A growing concern in the region is the possible resurgence of powerful military forces
and the reactivation of links to US intelligence and law-enforcement agencies that were common
during the civil upheavals of the 1980s.

A multinational drug-transit corridor
Since the US-led crackdown on the Caribbean drug trade during the 1980s, Central America
has witnessed explosive growth in drug activity. In Central America, drug cartels have found
governments and security forces that are either too corrupt or too ineffective to prevent them from
setting up narcotics operations. As a result, the region has become a major route through which
Andean cocaine and other drugs reach the markets of the US and Europe.
Despite frequent reports of large drug seizures by Central American anti-narcotics forces, the
confiscations and arrests that accompany these police successes do not appear to hurt drug
trafficking in the region. Rather, the frequent seizures seem merely to illustrate the high level
of drug-cartel activity that now grips the isthmus. As of late 1992, the US Drug Enforcement
Administration (DEA) had already estimated that about 150 metric tons of cocaine was being
shipped annually through Guatemala to the US market, representing at that time about 30% of the
total 500 to 600 MT of cocaine that was being transported each year from Latin America to the US.
Currently, Guatemalan authorities say at least five drug cartels are operating in Guatemala,
regularly handling Colombian drug runs through the country. In one major police success, last
year police seized cocaine from property owned by Byron Berganza, considered the leading drug
trafficker in the country. In Nicaragua, the US Embassy recently estimated that 16 MT of drugs are
transhipped along Nicaragua's Atlantic coast each month. In October, Nicaraguan police broke
up the largest drug organization in the country, which was using a shipping company to move
Colombian cocaine to the Yucatan and from there to the US.
Costa Rica also provides a major transit route for drugs heading northward. A San Jose newspaper
reported last year that shipments of cocaine are regularly moved over the border with Panama,
through the port of Limon on the Caribbean coast, through some Pacific ports, and through the
Juan Santamaria International Airport in San Jose. In fact, Costa Rican authorities say notorious
Mexican drug-trafficker Manuel Rodriguez, now under arrest, established strong links to Costa
Rican businesses. Rodriguez is said to be a close associate of Jose Castrillon Henao, a Colombian
who is often called the heir to the Cali drug cartel. Castrillon Henao was arrested last April in
Panama. Both men had maintained narcotics interests in Colombia, Mexico, Panama, Costa Rica,
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and Ecuador before they were apprehended. In Honduras, drugs pass mainly by sea because the
Navy has few resources to patrol the country's long coastline, according to a US State Department
report.
Honduran narcotics prosecutor Omar Borjas said last March that Mexican and Colombian drug
cartels were rapidly expanding drug-processing and smuggling operations throughout Honduras.
Finally, the DEA and the US State Department have focused special attention on Panama, whose
proximity to Colombian drug-export centers makes it an ideal channel for drug shipments.
According to the US Embassy in Panama, Colombian cartels have built some 200 clandestine
airstrips in the San Blas archipelago off Panama's Pacific coast.

Money laundered through banks, businesses
Cartels have also found that the enormous profits from the trade can be laundered though local
banks and businesses. Until recently, there were few controls on the movement of large sums
of money, and billions of narcodollars are known to have found their way into the mainstream
economy. Panama is probably the major money-laundering center in Central America. In October
1996, newly appointed US drug czar Gen. Barry McCaffrey told a business group in Panama that
vast amounts of drug money moved regularly through Panama's highly developed international
banking center, the re-export Free Zone in Colon, and stockbrokerage firms.
Soon after McCaffrey's visit, five Free Zone businessmen were charged with taking part in a US
$30 million money-laundering scheme. In November, Panamanian police arrested a former officer
of the Banco Agroindustrial y Comercio (BANAICO), which collapsed earlier in the year under
suspicion of money-laundering. The official was charged with covering up illicit transactions
made by Castrillon Henao. Likewise, Honduran authorities investigated 30 businesses for money
laundering last year.
According to a congressional committee on drug trafficking, Honduras processes US$60 million in
drug money per year, which goes into real estate, construction, and other businesses throughout
Central America. Fears abound of cartel links to legislators and officials According to Mexican
anthropologist Eliseo Lopez, drug money has "purchased" large chunks of the Latin American
judicial and political systems. In Central America, Lopez says that "an overwhelming majority" of
election campaigns are currently being financed, at least in part, by drug money. At a meeting last
year of Central American parliamentary leaders, Jorge Arturo Reina of Honduras warned that drug
factions could well be forming "within our legislatures."
Panamanian legislator Carlos Alvarado said that "the drug traffickers...have penetrated the security
apparatuses, and it is easy for them to enter politics, finance campaigns, and buy consciences."
In El Salvador, drug money may even be going directly into state coffers disguised as family
remittances from Salvadorans in the US, according to Roberto Rubio, director of the Fundacion
Para el Desarrollo (FUNDE). The government claims that these remittances total about US$1 billion
per year, but a FUNDE study revealed that the total is only US$225 million. "The rest may be drug
money," said Rubio, who warned that the country could become a "narcostate."
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During the 1996 presidential election campaign in Nicaragua, one of the candidates, Alvaro Robelo,
was named in a money-laundering investigation after a report from an Italian magistrate said that
millions of dollars in drug money had passed through the Banco Europeo de Centroamerica, in
which Robelo is the principal stockholder (see NotiSur - Latin American Political Affairs, 06/04/96).

"Narcochecks" surface in Panama election campaign
Last June, the international press inquired into whether President Perez Balladares's 1994 campaign
received drug money. Alfredo Aleman, former officer of the discredited BANAICO, was a close
associate of the president and contributed US$750,000 to his campaign. Perez Balladares threatened
legal action against The Economist, the British publication that broke the story. But within days,
he announced that he would have to "eat his words," because the Panamanian intelligence service
Consejo de Seguridad y Defensa Nacional (CSPDN) had discovered a US$51 million contribution to
the campaign from Fuji Investments, a business linked to Castrillon Henao.
Also named in the investigation were CSPDN director Gabriel Castro and Ricardo Arias, Panama's
ambassador to the US. Vice President Felipe Virizi and Felix Estripeaut, ambassador to Costa
Rica, are also under suspicion for having received the "narcochecks." US pressures to crack down
generate nationalist backlash US pressures on Latin American governments to crack down on drug
cartels have grown markedly during the past two years, especially during the 1996 presidential
campaign. That, in turn, has generated tension with many Latin American governments. The US
decision in 1996, for example, to deny "certification" that Colombia is a cooperative partner in the
drug war has led to a protracted deterioration in relations between the two countries (see NotiSur,
02/09/96, 03/08/96 and 01/31/97).
In Central America, the huge increase in narcotics activity has also encouraged a major boost in US
efforts to stem the growth of cartels. On the isthmus, however, the US strategy is to secure bilateral
agreements that permit DEA and other US law-enforcement agents to operate directly inside
Central America. As in other parts of Latin America, such pressures are generating a backlash,
with growing accusations that US pressures are an infringement on national sovereignty. In
October, for example, Honduran President Carlos Roberto Reina rejected a proposed maritime
agreement that would have given the US authority to act independently against drug traffickers
inside Honduran territorial waters. But Panama is where the US apparently wants to establish a
first line of defense against drugs. Assistant Secretary of State Robert Gelbard said last year that, if
Panama did not increase its anti-drug efforts, it could face US sanctions. "If you consider that the US
military presence has had a deterrent effect, then you have to ask what will happen when they leave
Panama," said Gelbard.
Gelbard warned of the risk that cartels might take effective control of Panama after the evacuation
of US troops in 1999. The statement alerted Panamanian nationalists to the possibility that the US
would use the drug war as a pretext to change the terms of the 1977 Carter-Torrijos treaties, under
which the canal and surrounding military bases revert to Panama at the end of the century. In fact,
in September 1995, Clinton asked Panama for negotiations on an extension of military-base rights.
President Perez Balladares countered with an offer to negotiate rights to Howard Air Force Base for
use as an international anti-narcotics center under US military supervision. The US has said such a
center would require the presence of 4,000 US troops.
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Concern grows over military role in drug war
In addition to concern about sovereignty, many Latin Americans are concerned that the US-led drug
war especially attempts by the US to form a multinational coalition against drugs could result in a
resurgence of military influence on Latin America's fledgling civilian governments. At a March 1996
drug conference in Panama, McCaffrey promised that the war would not be militarized. Still, shortly
after his appointment, he worked out a historic accord with Mexico for bilateral military cooperation
against drugs that included unprecedented agreements on border and air interdiction.
In Central America, the fear of remilitarization tied to the drug war is particularly strong, fed in
large part by overt steps in that direction. In June 1996, the US organized joint military maneuvers
involving 150 officers from all countries in Central America except Nicaragua. During the exercises,
military leaders discussed greater regional cooperation on fighting drugs, plus their desire for more
material assistance from the US. Using free-trade agreements as a model, Guatemalan Gen. Hector
Barrientos said, "At a time when we talk about integration...I believe that the armies must also
integrate to combat a common enemy such as the drug traffickers." Elements in the upper ranks of
the region's military are pressing for an expanded role and greater resources to fight drug activity.
In Honduras, for instance, the issue is tied to an ongoing struggle by the civilian government to rein
in the military. Armed Forces chief Gen. Mario Hung Pacheco is jousting with the attorney general
for control of the drug war, recently turned over to an anti-narcotics bureau within the attorney
general's office. Hung Pacheco argued unsuccessfully that the new agency should be merged with
the military's anti-narcotics section and run by the military high command. Sources within the
Armed Forces say this attempt to keep them out of the drug war is part of a civilian campaign to
destroy the military. [Sources: Reuter, 03/04/96, 04/14/96; Inforpress Centroamericana (Guatemala),
06/20/96, 06/27/96, 07/04/96, 07/14/96, 07/26/96, 08/08/96; Agence France-Presse, 03/04/96, 03/28/96,
04/10/96, 04/23/96, 04/24/96, 04/27/96, 10/24/96; Inter Press Service, 03/08/96, 03/11/96, 04/10/96,
06/01/96, 06/05/96, 07/11/96, 10/23/96, 10/27/96, 11/22/96, 11/28/96, 12/30/96; Spanish News Service
EFE, 03/17/96, 04/09/96, 04/12/96, 05/01/96, 11/16/96; El Panama America, 01/18/97]
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